Treatment of Merkel cell carcinoma of the head and neck: a systematic review.
Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is a rare and aggressive neurocutaneous malignancy that frequently arises in sun-exposed areas of the head and neck. Standard therapy focuses on wide local excision (WLE) with adjuvant locoregional radiotherapy. However, treatment is often complicated by concerns for cosmesis and for preservation of the head and neck neurovasculature. To explore treatment-related outcomes of the head and neck MCC. A MEDLINE and Google Scholar search was performed for studies focusing on the head and neck MCC treatment. The search terms produced 100 articles. Seventeen studies met eligibility/screening criteria, yielding 868 patients. Three of the 6 relevant studies found a significant difference in disease-free survival (DFS) between surgery and surgery plus adjuvant radiation. Two studies found no difference in DFS or overall survival (OS) in patients receiving chemotherapy. Two studies found no difference in DFS between radiotherapy and surgery with adjuvant radiation. No difference in OS was found between WLE and Mohs surgery. In an uncomplicated head and neck MCC, treatment with surgery and adjuvant radiotherapy is effective in increasing survival and reducing recurrence. Radiotherapy alone may be appropriate for inoperable regions. Primary chemotherapy seems to have a limited role; however, few studies explored this treatment modality.